2 Our Nation's military has transformed over time into the current all volunteer professional force we have today -and many would argue that it is currently the most capable military force arrayed by the human race to date. Just as our force has evolved over time, so has our military compensation system, and more specifically, our military retirement system. Our nation's treasure, the citizens that selflessly volunteer to serve in the armed forces, sacrifice much in the name of their fellow countrymen. Our public strongly supports our troops with the trust that the government will take care of their basic needs, and the citizens that serve in the military trust that the "system" they enter (e.g. the United States Army) will take care of their basic needs and compensate them in respect to their sacrifices made; not to get enriched, but their just dues. A recent Gallop Poll (June 2011) reflects that the military has been the top ranked institution each year since 1998 and from 1989 to 1996.
3 This "trust" has been established over time and is the lynchpin in assuring a healthy all-volunteer force that can attract the best and brightest of our nation's citizens for service. A large contributing factor to the basis of the trust in our service is the military compensation system that has developed over time, and since World War II has served our nation effectively. A large part of that trust in the military compensation system is a retirement system that ensures eligible personnel are compensated in the service of their nation and that their sacrifices are honored. Any proposed changes to the military retirement system must be approached with great care and deliberation in order to maintain our citizens' trust that the government will take care of their needs if they volunteer for military service, as well as honor their sacrifices inherent of a military career. If changes are made detrimental to the system for the sake of monetary issues (e.g. a budget cut drill), the damage to trust may be deep and take a long time to repair, if ever -resulting in reduced confidence that the Nation has the best interest of our citizens that serve, and could affect combat readiness as the military faces challenging times attracting the best and the brightest to serve their nation, especially in times of great national need for selfless service.
There have been numerous official and unofficial studies conducted over the past 100 years on the retirement system for the military services of the United States government. One of the earlier United States Army War College student research papers to address this topic was completed in 1984. 4 That study essentially addressed the current state of the military retirement system as of late 1983 and compared that system to the changes evolving with the federal civilian retirement system. The study concluded that if there were to be a change to the retirement program it should be phased in over time and be at least comparable to any federal civilian retirement system in effect. Another United States Army War College student research paper addressed this topic in 1999. 5 This study addressed the issues with the military retirement system at that time and possible augmentation of the retirement system with a 401k type system. This has since come to pass with the authorization of uniformed service members now having the ability since 2001 to invest in the Federal Thrift Savings
Program (TSP). Additionally, many of these studies were focused on three core areas;
the first was the cost of maintaining the systems, the second was the equity within the construct of the systems, and finally the ability to use the retirement system as a force management tool to shape the force. Many of these past studies, commissions, and committees developed "sweeping" reform proposals that were not enacted upon due to the political nature of their affect and the fortunate debate on their impact(s) on the viability of our forces. However, these same three focus areas are being applied to studies of the retirement system today. As recently as December 19, 2011, there was an article in the media stating that the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General
Martin Dempsey, announced a study that will focus on the current retirement system in order to combat "skyrocketing retirement costs." 6 The article further stated "the military must bring those costs under control." 7 Within the current budget and economic constraints of today and those projected into the near future, a study must be done to address the costs of the current retirement system, however, a holistic, or life-course approach must be followed in order to assure the public and our citizens that serve that our nation will properly compensate them for the sacrifice of their service.
There is no doubt that the evolution of our military retirement system has significantly improved over time and ensured the health of our force and the continued viability of an all-volunteer, professional, and effective military force. A time tested phrase states "the only constant in life is change". However, change for the sake of change can have damaging effects especially when you are dealing with a need (military monetary compensation) versus a want. The current retirement system must be studied for future effectiveness, supportability, and equity, if it is to remain a foundation to help attract and maintain a healthy, all-volunteer force. In order to not break the trust of our service members and their families and the future trust of our public in their support for military service, an approach for reviewing the current system and future retirement system change proposals must include elements such as cost, flexibility, force management applicability, and equity; however, the studies must include the career impact on the life course of citizens that sacrifice to serve. This latter element is the most important in ensuring the continuing trust that our nation will take care of its citizen soldiers.
The life course approach to analyzing why people make their decisions that impact their major life choices is much more inclusive than mere analytical synthesis. It gets to the root cause(s) of why a choice is made in order to better understand and predict future behavioral choices. Life course theory refers to a multidisciplinary paradigm for the study of people's lives, structural contexts, and social change. 8 This approach encompasses ideas and observations from an array of disciplines, notably history, sociology, demography, developmental psychology, biology, and economics. In particular, it directs attention to the powerful connection between individual lives and the historical and socioeconomic context in which these lives unfold. 10 A life course essentially lays out the sequence and experience of socially defined events and roles an individual employs during their life. 11 Thus the concept of life course implies agedifferentiated social phenomena distinct from uniform life-cycle stages and the life span. 12 Life span refers to duration of life and characteristics that are closely related to age but that vary little across time and place. 13 In contrast, the life course perspective elaborates the importance of time, context, process, and meaning on human development and family life. 14 The family is perceived as a micro social group within a macro social context-a "collection of individuals with shared history who interact within ever-changing social contexts across ever increasing time and space." 15 Aging and developmental change, therefore, are continuous processes that are experienced throughout life. 16 As such, the life course reflects the intersection of social and historical factors with personal biography and development within which the study of family life and social change can ensue. 17 Therefore the life course approach is a good analytical tool for analyzing the impact on any changes to the military retirement system, which can directly impact our Nation's military readiness.
Citizens 20 Without a strong compensation package to buoy the retiring service member attempting to make a second career later in life, only despair, resentment, and breakage of trust can follow.
The current military retirement system is categorized as a Defined Benefit (DB) plan. A DB retirement program is a type of pension plan in which an employer promises a specified monthly benefit on retirement that is predetermined by a formula based on the employee's earnings history, and tenure of service. It is 'defined' in the sense that the formula for computing the employer's contribution is known in advance. Currently the system vests, or anchors, at the twenty year service mark for the active component Compensation (QRMC) was established, and since then our pay system is reviewed at least every four years. The first QRMC proposed further changes to the retirement system that were not enacted. One of the proposed changes was to have a two tier retirement payment system, with a lower amount being paid during a "second career"
phase and then increased when the retiree formally left the workforce (usually around age 65). The thought process of the first QRMC was that the retirement system subsidized retirees too generously during the second career phase, when all that was needed was an additional subsidy to cover the difference between a new private sector job and the lower income at coming in the workforce at a lower level than if they entered 20 years or more previously. The Defined Benefit (DB) retirement plans previously discussed had extensive historical precedence. However, over the past 50 years the nation as a whole was moving toward Defined Contribution (DC) retirement plans, primarily because they cost corporations less to fund and maintain. According to the Center for Retirement
Research at Boston College, 63% of workers with pension coverage today have a DC plan (401k plan) as their primary or only retirement plan. 29 A DC plan is a type of retirement plan in which the amount of the employer's annual contribution is specified.
Individual accounts are set up for participants and benefits are based on the amounts credited to these accounts (through employer contributions and, if applicable, employee contributions) plus any investment earnings on the money in the account. Only employer contributions to the account are guaranteed, not the future benefits. In defined contribution plans, future benefits fluctuate on the basis of investment earnings.
The most common type of defined contribution plan is a savings and thrift plan. 30 Under this type of plan, the employee contributes a predetermined portion of his or her earnings (usually pretax) to an individual account, all or part of which is matched by the employer. These are usually known as 401k retirement plans, whereby a contributor can begin to withdraw funds, without monetary penalty, after reaching the age of 59½ years. In the early 1980s, both Congress and the executive branches were looking at ways to reduce the retirement costs of the civil servants. In 1984, the Grace Commission was formed and generated the basis for transitioning the civilian federal workforce from a DB plan to a DC plan. This transformed the Civil Service Retirement System (CSRS) into the Federal Employee Retirement System (FERS) in 1986, and set a cut-off date between the DB and DC plans (the DB plan being more advantageous for a full term civilian employee, and the DC plan more advantageous for a short term employee that may move careers to the private sector). 31 The 34 The positive for going to a 401k type plan, is that it costs significantly less than a DB plan. Therefore you can significantly lower the vesting time to allow participation/benefit from the plan immediately or upon a pre-set vesting period (e.g. after five years of service). One of the criticisms of the current military retirement program is that it is not fair to all service members, in that you must serve at least 20 years (vesting) to get the retirement benefit (a small percentage). 35 The TSP would allow the service member to transfer it to another 401k type plan immediately upon completion of service (e.g. after a vesting period of 5 years the service member departs and starts a new career in the private sector, they get the benefit of transferring their TSP balance into their new employers 401k program and continue to accrue a retirement savings). The downside to this is that funds in the TSP would be subject to 401(k) like accessibility rules, resulting in most cases that service members would be penalized for withdrawing money if needed before age 59½, and those serving the longest in the military would receive significantly less lifetime retirement income versus the current DB plans. Under this proposal, the federal government shifts the financial risk to the service member. 36 The pressure to reduce the costs of the military retirement system has reached a new level of urgency, given the current state of the national debt and the pending defense spending cuts over the next 10 years. Currently, military personnel costs, which includes salaries, pensions, and health care benefits accounts for about 34% of the Department of Defense annual base budget. 37 To address the growing concerns about the cost of the military retirement system, the Defense Business Board (DBB) was convened in 2010-11 to study the current system and generate a proposal to reduce costs, maintain equity, and enable the services the flexibility of force shaping tools. The board found that the costs of the military retirement system are "rising at an alarming rate", 38 and that "steps must be taken to contain these spiraling costs or they will undermine future war fighting capabilities." 39 It recommended a transition from a DB plan to a mandatory defined contribution plan, based on the Thrift Savings Plan, which could save $900 billion to $1.5 trillion over the next 25 years. 40 Some other factors highlighted by the DBB were that the military retirement program has not changed significantly over the past 100 years, although the force has transitioned to an all-volunteer force, life spans longer, military pay more competitive with the civilian sector, and many military retirees pursuing second careers. The DBB also stated the current retirement system was unfair because 83 percent of all service members serve fewer than 20 years and therefore receive no retirement benefit at all, and that the current DB plan is more generous and costly than private sector benefits. 41 The DBB further stated that the current DB program costs are rising significantly, making it unaffordable to maintain.
Future long term projections has the current system liable for $2.7 trillion by Fiscal Year 2034 and could be liable for almost $12 trillion by FY 2076, assuming no major changes to the force structure. The DBB recommends adopting the TSP program in place of the current DB system, with a few caveats to include doubling federal contributions to the plan when a service member is in a combat zone or other hardship service criteria. The DBB recommended the plan to vest after three to five years of service, and payable at age 60 to 65 or the Social Security age, if that were to increase. The DBB estimates that if all current active duty personnel remain on the current plan and all new recruits participate in the revised plan, the retirement trust fund would only be liable for $1. and may be more likely now, than ever, to pass sweeping legislative reform of the system. This is our government's prerogative, provided they do not break trust with the public and the select few citizens that serve their nation in the military service.
Trust is a precarious thing -it takes time to build up and can be lost in an instant. In summary, the military retirement system of today has proven it resiliency over time. It has served our nation well in providing a foundation for a flexible force management tool, ensuring the viability of the force, and built up the trust of the public and its citizens for the support of an all-volunteer force, that would take care of its own.
A transition to a defined contribution plan would be a fundament shift, and will have dramatic impacts on the force management ability of the military, and require significant offsets, which would only add to the personnel costs again, to ensure the right personnel in the right numbers were maintained in support of future military readiness.
Simply making cost decisions for the military retirement program will test the trust of the nation's citizens, and likely color their opinion on continued military service. The military does need to address rising personnel costs and how to combat them, however, a life course (e.g. holistic) approach must be followed, to include why service members choose to serve and make a career out of the military, and if their sacrifices end up being reimbursed at the same rate as their peers that do not serve, and do not sacrifice, then the decision to serve voluntarily may be at risk.
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